WHEN LESS IS MORE: MINIMALISM AND THE
ENVIRONMENT
Crisol Lopez Palafox*
“Minimalism provides an opportunity for the individual to practice
generosity on a larger scale than ever before. Minimalism allows us to
redirect our finite resources away from our wants and begin to use them
in practical ways to meet other people’s needs.” 1
I. INTRODUCTION
Consumerism has often been considered the economic center of the
American life.2 Since the early twentieth century, Americans have been
encouraged to become “voracious, wasteful, and compulsive
consumers.”3 Through various strategies, such as marketing he-she kits
(personalized kits for males and females) for couples4, pushing matching
accessories5, and discouraging the “one-car captivity” in households6
(suggesting that households need more than one vehicle), experts targeted
Americans to encourage them to buy more and more goods, even if not
necessary.
As expected, when purchasing goods in excessive amounts or when
not necessary, the “throwaway spirit” became popular.7 Planned
obsolescence, or the process of becoming outdated and no longer used,
also became a part of the consumerist culture, specifically in three ways:
obsolescence of function, obsolescence of quality, and obsolescence of
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desirability.8 It became the norm for individuals to want new goods
because they believed there is a product that functions more efficiently,
functions longer, or is more stylish.9 Through advertising on television
and the radio, Americans were inspired to quickly discard products, even
after only one use, which ultimately led to much waste.10
In fact, in the 1950s, U.S. consumers who participated in the
consumerist culture were praised as patriotic citizens.11 Consumption
became equated with freedom as American citizenship was redefined “in
relation to the consumer’s right to participate in the marketplace.”12 Even
now, whenever tragedies occur in the nation, Americans are urged by
patriotic advertising to participate in mass consumption and “fulfill their
civic responsibility of reconstructing the nation’s economy.”13
Currently, The U.S. is a part of The Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD).14 This is “a unique forum where
the governments of thirty-six member states with market economies work
with each other, as well as with more than seventy non-member
economies to promote economic growth, prosperity, and sustainable
development.”15 Some of these countries working alongside the U.S. are
United Kingdom, Mexico, Japan, Korea, France, Canada, and Australia.16
Organizations like the OECD focus on economic growth and prosperity;
concepts that tend to associate societal well-being with growth.17
However, while economic growth is important , it is not the only matter
which deserves attention. Economic growth is also tied to other areas; in
8
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fact, “economic security and development are directly tied to the health
of the environment.”18 Thus, it serves no purpose to grow economically
if the Earth is becoming unlivable in the process.
There is no denying that economic activity and consumption are a
direct correlation to the amount of waste produced.19 On a day-to-day
basis, Americans are creating municipal solid waste, construction and
demolition debris, and hazardous waste.20 Municipal solid-waste landfills
contain household waste; construction-and-demolition debris landfills
contain excess debris from construction;21 and hazardous-waste landfills
hold properties that are harmful for humans and the environment.22 Not
surprisingly, “among industrialized nations, the U.S. generates the largest
amount of municipal solid waste per person on a daily basis.”23
Unfortunately, while consumerism in itself is a problem because of
the excessive waste it produces, one of the main issues of consumerism is
the poor system of waste disposal.24 While Americans may believe that
waste has been taken care of by being taken to a landfill, that is not
necessarily true. The negative effects of waste can reveal themselves
within the landfills,25 in the air through pollution,26 in the waters through
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improperly disposed of single-use plastics or chemicals,27 and in the soil
through releases of hazardous waste or constituents.28 However, issues
with products and waste don’t begin in landfills. Products can impact
humans and the environment throughout their entire life cycle, including:
the sourcing of raw materials, manufacturing, packaging, transportation,
distribution, retailing, use of the product, and of course, during the
disposal.29 Thus, the best way to avoid this copious unnecessary waste,
is to not create, or purchase, it in the first place.30
Green products are an efficient solution for the current
environmental and human health issues.31 Going “green” is often
considered synonymous to products that are more sustainable and
preferable for the environment.32 The United States Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) defines green products as those that “pose less
harm to human health or the environment compared to other products that
serve the same purpose.33 While there are many initiatives proposing
living sustainably, being green on the road, throwing away less, choosing
greener products, greening industrial and business processes, cleaner
energy choices,34 among others, this note is proposing something beyond
that. To combat pressing environmental issues, this note is proposing
minimalism as a solution; more specifically the practices of sustainable
27

Sources
of
Aquatic
Trash,
U.S.
ENVTL.
PROT.
AGENCY,
https://www.epa.gov/trash-free-waters/sources-aquatic-trash [https://perma.cc/FWM5E2KD] (last visited Oct. 20, 2019) [hereinafter Sources].
28
Guidance for Cleaning Up Groundwater, Soil and Air at Corrective Action
Facilities, U.S. ENVTL. PROT. AGENCY, https://www.epa.gov/hw/guidance-cleaninggroundwater-soil-and-air-corrective-action-facilities [https://perma.cc/K95P-JFS5] (last
visited Oct. 20, 2019).
29
Frequent Questions about Sustainable Marketplace and Green Products, U.S.
ENVTL. PROT. AGENCY, https://www.epa.gov/greenerproducts/frequent-questions-aboutsustainable-marketplace-and-green-products [https://perma.cc/Q6CT-ZH98] (last visited
Oct. 20, 2019) [hereinafter Frequent].
30
Reducing and Reusing Basics, U.S. ENVTL. PROT. AGENCY,
https://www.epa.gov/recycle/reducing-and-reusing-basics
[https://perma.cc/F6CNTKQZ] (last visited Oct. 20, 2019).
31
Why Buy Greener Products?, U.S. ENVTL. PROT. AGENCY,
https://www.epa.gov/greenerproducts/why-buy-greener-products
[https://perma.cc/CY8G-WZTM] (last visited Nov. 24, 2019).
32
Sources, supra note 27.
33
Frequent, supra note 29.
34
Greener
Living,
U.S.
ENVTL.
PROT.
AGENCY,
https://www.epa.gov/environmental-topics/greener-living
[https://perma.cc/KDE5FQB4] (last visited Oct. 20, 2019).

68

ENVIRONMENTAL AND EARTH LAW JOURNAL

[Vol. 10

living, reduction of the carbon footprint, and the minimization of
consumerism. This note proposes that such practices, through state
regulations or tax incentives, will encourage individual behaviors that will
positively impact the environment.
Part II of this note elaborates on how minimalism serves as a solution
to reduce current environmental issues. It specifically explains how
minimalism can be represented by living sustainably; reducing one’s
carbon footprint; and downsizing consumerism and waste. This part also
presents possible criticisms of the minimalist lifestyle considering
whether it is non-economical, if it enables new forms of consumption, and
whether or not it is a luxury for the elite. Part III focuses on how regulating
individuals’ behaviors that impact the environment could be an avenue
through which minimalism curtails environmental issues. Taking
inspiration from current legislation, Part IV proposes new regulations to
encourage the minimalist lifestyle among individuals. Part V then
explores balancing government interests and individual rights as a
product of such proposed regulations. Assuming that such regulations
were to be considered too intrusive, Part VI proposes alternatives to the
proposed regulations by offering tax incentives and free education.
Finally, Part VII is a call to action encouraging individuals to practice
change and engage in a minimalist lifestyle that will produce a collective
movement that will prosper the environment.
II. MINIMALISM AS A SOLUTION
A. DEFINING MINIMALISM
Minimalism can be defined as a lifestyle that rejects established
ideals of maximizing consumption and advocates ethics of simplicity35.
According to Leo Babauta, author of the best-selling book The Power of
Less, two principles encapsulate the minimalist practice: identify the
essential and eliminate the rest.36 Contrary to the consumerism cultures
that many Americans are a part of, minimalism encourages the reduction
of everyday consumption and busyness.37 Minimalism is quite the
opposite of consumerism and consumerism tendencies.38 Some have

35
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called it an “anti-consumer-oriented social practice.”39 Others have gone
as far as to call minimalism an “ostentatious (seeking to attract attention
by gaudiness) ritual of consumerist self-sacrifice.”40 In a more positive
light however, minimalism can be seen as “an increasingly popular
critical reflection on the ills of consumerism and an effort to forge new
ways of resisting and living amidst capitalism in the United States.”41
Due to its philosophical roots, it is difficult to have an allencompassing definition of minimalism.42 Thus, when applying this
lifestyle each individual can create his or her own unique set of principles
and intensity of change.43 To some minimalism means moving to a tiny
home while to others it means a constant process of decluttering. 44
However, as a result of such varying definitions and applications, one of
the main issues with the minimalist lifestyle is that minimalist practices
are not currently representing a collective challenge to consumption and
waste. Instead, the U.S. minimalist movement is an individual response
that lacks a “radical potential to collectively challenge the capitalist
system that often traps consumers in a primarily materialistic landscape.”
45
While minimalism today tends to promote internal focalization 46, it
could very easily have a positive collective effect on individuals and the
environment if state regulations mandated it or incentivized it.
B. CRITICISM AGAINST MINIMALISM
As with all things, minimalism is not devoid of potential
disadvantages. For example, the start-up of the minimalist lifestyle could
be expensive if an individual chose to transition into a tiny home or opted
to switch to energy-saving or space-saving appliances.47 While changes

39
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like these are beneficial in the long-run, making drastic modifications or
purchasing such items all at once could seem like a costly initial stage.
Nonetheless, they are still worthy not only because it will help the
individual, but because it will positively impact the environment.48
Some critics suggest that the minimalist lifestyle actually encourages
and enables new forms of consumption49 and that minimalism is simply a
“cure-all for a certain sense of capitalist overindulgence.”50 These new
forms of consumption can manifest themselves as a desire to purchase
additional items that are multi-purpose or energy-saving; or wanting to
renovate a home so that it looks like the typical minimal space (white with
neutral colors).51 While these are valid concerns, not every individual that
chooses this lifestyle will suddenly become wasteful in order to fit a
certain aesthetic or stereotype. In fact, some individuals might not care
about the “aesthetics” at all. Minimalism can function on a spectrum and
instead of purchasing items that might be “needed” for this lifestyle,
individuals can learn to repurpose and recycle belongings already around
them.
Others claim that the minimalist lifestyle is for the elite—“the richer
you are, the less you have.”52 Minimalism is often characterized as merely
an aesthetic, a luxury wealthier people can afford.53 The New York Times
stated that “minimalism is now conflated with self-optimization” and that
such “optimization is expensive and exclusively branded by and for the
elite.”54 Admittedly, minimalism requires social capital and access to
privileges like the internet, which are not possessions everybody has or
can afford.55 The underlying principle of minimalism is to live with less.
This is a concept that might be more feasible for those that are affluent
because they have the security of simply buying more of something if
need be. However, to those that are not as financially stable, letting go of
possessions that are not necessarily “essential” might prove to be difficult
https://www.businessinsider.com/how-much-does-tiny-house-cost-worth-it-2019-2
[https://perma.cc/47WQ-UWS8].
48
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and somewhat unrealistic. Nevertheless, minimalism is not reserved for a
certain class of individuals. Every individual has the freedom of choosing
what lifestyle changes to apply based on his or her income and
socioeconomic status.
Additionally, decluttering can be oppressive to some as they obsess
over what to get rid of and how many items, they “should” own. In a
sense, the “ban” on clutter can create pressure for people to get rid of as
many possessions as they can.56 Howbeit, others that choose to live and
consume less claim that they feel happier than consumers.57 In fact, such
individuals believe that the minimalist lifestyle is actually “quite
calming.”58
While these aforementioned concerns are proper, perhaps the most
concerning issue is determining what would happen with all discarded
items if minimalism was suddenly practiced en masse. Minimalism calls
for the riddance of unnecessary items, but it does not take into account
what will happen to such items afterwards. Will they go in a landfill?
Where will they accumulate? Will this ironically create more waste
instead of reducing it? While these are complex inquiries, such questions
reaffirm the need for individuals across the globe to act as a collective to
protect Earth.
C. MINIMALISM AS A LIFESTYLE
In the past, minimalism gained popularity as an art movement, later
evolving into other disciplines such as music and architecture.59
Gradually over the years, minimalism has gained popularity in countries
that are high on consumerism such as the U.S., Japan, and other European
countries.60 It is now common to see the hashtag “minimalist” or
“minimalism” on social media sites such as Instagram or Twitter and see
a plethora of aesthetically pleasing photographs. Such photographs are
56
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usually characterized by neutral color palettes, plants, and natural textures
such as cotton or jute.61 Minimalist bloggers and vloggers are also more
popular than before.62 Books such as “The Life-Changing Magic of
Tidying Up” (2014) by Marie Kondo and “Goodbye, Things” (2017) by
Fumio Sasaki63 have brought the minimalist lifestyle to the mainstream.64
And while minimalism can be reduced to only aesthetics in art or
literature, many see it as a way to address environmental issues.65
D. MINIMALISM AND SUSTAINABLE LIVING
Minimalism is oftentimes reflected in forms of sustainable living. A
practical avenue for individuals to create a progressive sustainable path is
to be aware of how to reduce energy use.66 Some ways to create a more
sustainable household are to install energy-efficient light bulbs, carpool,
and utilize energy-efficient appliances.67 An additional way to have a
more sustainable minimalist way of life is to reduce home size or invest
in a tiny home.68
The tiny home movement began to pick up in the U.S. after the 2008
global economic recession.69 Varying from person to person, tiny homes
are usually between 100 and 400 square feet.70 This is a drastic difference
to the median American single-family home of 2,426 square feet, as
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reported by the U.S. Census Bureau in 2017.71 Due to the great reduction
of the physical housing area, there is almost an automatic reduction in the
amount of gas and water needed to run the home.72 Consequently, this
equates to a smaller carbon footprint73 and less overall possessions, which
are a part of the minimalist lifestyle goals. Calculating how much space
individuals need to sustain their current behavior, a recent study reported
that the energy consumption by tiny house dwellers was decreased by
45%.74 After downsizing to a tiny home, individuals inadvertently
practiced the minimalist lifestyle: they adopted more environmentallyconscious eating habits, traveled less by car, recycled more, and bought
less consumer goods.75
The prices of tiny homes vary on whether individuals build or buy
the home.76 In 2017, the average price for a tiny home (from twenty-five
tiny home building companies in thirteen different states) was $59,884.77
This is a radical difference to the median price of an average American
home: almost $200,000.78 However, while tiny homes can range from less
than $10,000, they can also increase to $150,000 if they are luxurious.79
Even at this extreme, tiny homes prove to be more affordable than the
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median American home. Furthermore, tiny homes provide mobility80 and
an opportunity to reduce one’s environmental impact.81 If 10% of
Americans transitioned to a tiny home, 366 million acres of biologically
productive land could be saved.82 Tiny homes are a tangible solution to
the loss of green space, increased air pollution and energy consumption,
and ecosystem fragmentation that the size increase of the average
American home has caused.83 Additionally, every major component
(food, transportation, consumption of goods and services) of an
individual’s life is positively influenced after downsizing.84 All in all, tiny
homes, as a form of minimalism, encourage pro-environmental behaviors
and help reduce ecological footprints.85
E. MINIMALISM AND THE REDUCTION OF CARBON FOOTPRINT
The reduction of one’s carbon footprint is another concept associated
with the minimalist lifestyle. Carbon footprint is defined as a
measurement in which an individual’s impact on the environment is
measured via carbon-producing activities in the home, transportation, and
waste.86 The carbon footprint relates to the number of greenhouse gases
produced and is measured in units of carbon dioxide emitted.87 According
to 2014 data by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, the
United States is the second highest carbon dioxide emitter in the world,
following China by 15%.88 This is alarming since carbon dioxide is the
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primary greenhouse gas that humans emit through their activities in
transportation, electricity, or industry.89
Greenhouse gases commonly enter the environment through forms
such as: the burning of fossil fuels for cars, ships, and planes; during the
production and transport of coal, natural gas, and oil; burning fossil fuels
for heat; or from chemical reactions necessary to produce goods from raw
materials.90 Greenhouse gas emissions make the planet warmer, which
leads to global warming and a ripple of negative effects on the
environment.91 Some of these effects are rising temperatures and more
extreme climate events which not only affect the environment as a whole
but humans as well.92 Because emission sources are extensive, it is
imperative that individuals attempt to reduce their carbon footprint in
their everyday lives as much as possible. Currently, the EPA offers carbon
footprint calculators where individuals can calculate a household’s carbon
footprint.93 Various ways in which the carbon footprint in the household
can be reduced are: eating less meat, unplugging devices, driving less, not
buying “fast fashion”, planting a garden, eating local or organic, and linedrying clothes.94 Additionally, many individuals have taken it upon
themselves to reduce their carbon footprint by using hybrid vehicles or
using energy-efficient appliances.95
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F. MINIMALISM AND CONSUMERISM
Compared to the 1930’s, women have tripled the amount of clothing
that is in their closet.96 It is common for individuals to associate
consumerism with personal happiness or social status; this would not be
problematic if consumerism was not one of the main causes of
environmental issues.97 While some individuals may be aware of the link
between consumerism and the environment and they lament that the
environment is suffering, they may not associate this gradual
environmental damage with their own choices.98 Nevertheless, there is no
denying that the accumulation as a consequence of high levels of
consumerism has a negative impact on the environment and natural
resources.99 Higher levels of consumption equate to larger inputs of
energy, materials, and waste byproducts which leads to more damage to
the environment.100 This is where minimalism or the minimalist lifestyle
springs into action. Minimalism seeks to cut down on everyday
consumption in a world of “too much.”101 Encouraging individuals to be
mindful of their purchases, minimalism serves as the negation of
compulsive and mindless purchasing.102
High volumes of consumerism lead to high values of created waste
by human beings.103 For this reason, many minimalists often practice
“zero waste,” which is a step further from reducing their consumption.104
While literal zero waste is likely impossible, the Zero Waste Strategy
means reducing one’s waste as much as possible and redesigning the
resource’s life cycle so no product goes to waste.105 The link between
consumerism and waste is simple: the fewer resources owned equates to
fewer resources processed and less waste generated.106 With this line of
96
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thinking in mind, more radical minimalists strive to fit their year’s (or
more) waste in a single sixteen (16) ounce mason jar.107 This serves as a
reminder and ensures that they’re aware of what cannot be recycled and
what contains the most plastic or damaging items to the environment.108
III. REGULATING INDIVIDUAL BEHAVIORS THAT IMPACT
THE ENVIRONMENT
According to the Constitution of the United States, the government
is prohibited from depriving individuals “of life, liberty, or property,
without the due process of law.”109 The Federal Trade Commission (FTC)
has stated that it does not regulate or intervene but rather rely on the
consumer making his or her own purchasing decisions.110 However, the
U.S. government influences the market economy, which is correlated with
the environment.111 Some governmental regulations might have a
negative connotation but “America needs a balance between markets free
from unnecessary impediments and public rules to prevent businesses
from inflicting grievous harms on people and the environment.”112
Finding a balance between freedom and governmental restrictions can be
difficult as government prerogatives and individual liberties need to be
considered simultaneously.113 Direct laws from the government
regulating individual behaviors are likely to create perceptions of
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government overstepping even if these regulations are meant to salvage
the environment.114
Ironically, government laws already regulate so many aspects of our
lives: food safety regulations, toxic substances regulations, and even
investor protection regulations.115 In essence, government regulations
reach all aspects of daily living.116 However, such regulations rarely or
never address private individuals and their behaviors and those that do,
are often controversial during enforcement.117 Price signals and product
mandates are common attempts to change environmentally significant
individual behaviors.118 However, although mandates are a common tool
for environmental harm control, these mandates do not commonly focus
on individual behaviors that are environmentally significant.119 This is
partly because implementing regulations that enforce environmentally
significant individual behaviors seems infeasible considering the fact that
individuals are 1) in numerous locations throughout the world, 2) can
engage in environmentally significant behaviors in private, and 3) the
enforcement of such regulations could be too expensive. 120 Additionally,
attempting to implement eco-friendly regulations, such as some with a
minimalist agenda will likely face resistance, with individuals claiming it
invades privacies or other civil liberties.121
This, however, can be alleviated through government facilitation.
For example, in states that require vehicle-inspection and maintenance
programs, individuals did oppose the program but they “appear to have
objected primarily to the inconvenience of the requirements, as opposed
to the government invasion of privacy or liberty that they effected.”122
This implies that the public is more receptive to regulations if they do not
present a great inconvenience. Thus, if the government facilitates the
implementation of regulations promoting a minimalist lifestyle, such
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regulations will receive better feedback and participation from the public
at large.
While regulations addressing individuals’ behavior can feel
intrusive, such laws and regulations are necessary for the greater good and
a civil society.123 Nevertheless, enforcing these laws can be difficult as
the public can simply not consider the negative impacts on the
environment as immediate or tangible.124 It is difficult to grasp the idea
that one individual’s actions can have a great effect on the environment.
However, the need for regulations for some seemingly small actions
might not have seemed necessary in the past but overtime, accumulation
of such actions has had a significant adverse impact.125 Thus, there is a
definite need for regulating individual harms to the environment. 126
A. CURRENT LEGISLATION
In an effort to protect the environment, many laws and regulations
have been set in place. For example, many agencies such as the EPA,
already regulate a plethora of environmental issues such as atomic energy,
clean air, clean water, endangered species, and nuclear waste.127 These
regulations however, are mostly aimed at manufacturers and big
companies. Currently, environmentally impactful behaviors at the
individual level are regulated by the government through indirect
regulation.128 “The government regularly alters individual environmental
behaviors and reduces or increases the environmental impacts of
individual behaviors without imposing mandates directly on
individuals.”129 Implementing regulations that encourage the minimalist
lifestyle on an individual level is a natural extension of what the
government is already regulating. For example, some states require that
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their residents sort out their trash into waste, compostable, and
recyclable.130 Other municipalities require that people’s houses have an
automatic shut-off nozzle, others require that its citizens have treeprotecting ordinances in place.131 Some states will not allow individuals
to drive their vehicles if the vehicles emit pollutants above a certain
prescribed level.132 When contrasted with existing regulations like these,
regulations promoting the minimalist lifestyle seem very plausible.
Regulations enforcing minimalism could be the answer to the problems
of consumerism and waste that exist currently. Such minimalist lifestyle
regulations could take the aforementioned regulations and take it a step
further by requiring individuals to follow all or some aspects of the
minimalist lifestyle. For example, some regulations could mandate
citizens to live sustainably, reduce their carbon footprint/waste, or reduce
their consumption.
The regulations would explain the reasoning behind them: the
benefits of the minimalist lifestyle and the positive impact these
individual behaviors will have on the environment.133 Such regulations
could also include local information and statistics and possibly create
locally-appropriate exemptions or exclusions.134 This would help the
public grasp how tangible and real environmental issues are and why such
regulations are needed. Communicating clearly and tailoring as necessary
would help balance potential resistance to the regulations and make the
transition smoother.135 Combining all of this, regulating environmentally
impactful behaviors by individuals could prove more feasible than
before.136
IV. PROPOSED MINIMALIST LIFESTYLE REGULATIONS
A. REGULATING SUSTAINABLE LIVING
The language of such regulation will explain that due to the danger
that the environment is in, each household and business is required to
participate in a more sustainable way of living. The proposed state
regulations mandating citizens to live sustainably would focus on the
130
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133
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135
136
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family size and house size ratio. Ideally, individuals would live in a
smaller space that was comfortable for their family size. If not, regulations
could still enforce sustainable living in a variety of ways. For example, a
home of one would only be required to have one of the sustainable living
options mentioned previously while a family of five would be required to
follow at least three. One way to ensure that each home is implementing
a sustainable practice is to add a feature that is common in tiny homes;
this could be multi-purpose furniture that promotes space-saving or the
incorporation of solar panels in the home. For apartment complexes,
regulations or ordinances would require community gardens full of fruits
and vegetables that not only promote health but sustainability.
Due to distinct geographical areas and a variety or resources,
regulations would vary by state. For example, for states with a majority
of sunny days, the regulation would mandate the use of solar panels. For
states with open valleys, regulations would require gardens. As a final
alternative, the regulations would allow the individual to decide what
practice of sustainable living he or she will implement, whether it be
switching to energy-saving appliances or moving into a tiny home.
B. REGULATING THE CARBON FOOTPRINT
Regulations similar to the ones above would be implemented to
enforce the reduction of the carbon footprint. Regulations for the
reduction of carbon footprint would be implemented individually but also
with the help of house realtors and apartment complexes. For example, it
would be mandatory for a carbon footprint calculator to be included in
every application filled out for housing, whether it be to buy or rent. Once
the carbon footprint for the household is calculated, as explained
previously, the regulation would state what practices each household has
to follow. This would be based on the carbon footprint of each household
or on the socioeconomic status of the household. For example, the
regulation would require that everyone over a certain tax bracket must
install all energy-efficient appliances. In contrast, those with lower tax
brackets would only be required to have one energy-efficient appliance
per household.
Another way in which minimalist-based regulations would help
reduce the carbon footprint of a household is by regulating individuals’
waste. These regulations would work in the same manner that electricity
and water are already measured. Due to the familiarity with having such
services tracked and measured, the extension that this regulation is

82

ENVIRONMENTAL AND EARTH LAW JOURNAL

[Vol. 10

implementing would be organic. Waste accumulated by each individual
household would then be compared and contrasted to the household size
and the predesignated carbon footprint. If the predesignated waste levels
per household are surpassed for the designated time, then monetary fines
would be imposed.
C. REGULATING CONSUMPTION & WASTE
Perhaps one of the most difficult environmentally impactful actions
to regulate would be that of consumption. This is largely in part because
environmental laws tend to regulate issues of production rather than
consumption.137 Historically, “no country’s laws have addressed the
environmental impacts of consumption in a systematic manner.”138 A
possible explanation to this problem is that it can be difficult to pinpoint
when regular consumption has turned into overconsumption.139
Nonetheless, the minimalist lifestyle directly advocates against
unnecessary consumption which turns into unnecessary waste. While it
may be difficult to know a quantitative value of the fast-fashion or
belongings an individual purchases, it is easier to enforce waste
production, which is a direct consequence of consumption. Some states
use radiofrequency identification (RFID) tags to monitor individuals’
garbage volume or recycling rates.140 Along with a carbon footprint
calculation, these type of tags or similar technology would be used to
lower waste and promote a minimalistic lifestyle. As example, a carbon
footprint calculation would be done per household and this would
estimate a reasonable amount of waste that a household that size should
produce. These type of tags or similar technology would then determine
if the household was in accordance with the regulation and whether or not
the household needed to be fined accordingly.
V. POTENTIAL ISSUES WITH MINIMALIST LIFESTYLE
REGULATIONS ON INDIVIDUALS
In Poe v. Ullman, a case where a state statute prohibited the use of
contraceptives and medical advice about contraceptives, Justice Douglas
dissents and suggests two possibilities as to why mandates on individual
137
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behaviors raise concerns.141 First, he explains that enforcing regulations
on individuals may impose liberty deprivations.142 Ensuring that
minimalist lifestyle regulations are being carried out will likely require
governmental insight into the lives of individuals. This can create issues
of “governmental snooping” in the home.143 Secondly, he points out that
individuals do not have extensive history with the police power of the
States unlike business and commercial dealings.144 This creates issues of
substantive due process review as its basic function is to “impose
boundaries on government restrictions of individual liberty.”145
Enforcing minimalist lifestyle regulations would likely result in
enforcing behavior that occurs in the privacy of individuals’ homes. This
is troublesome since “substantive due process cases recognize the home
as a private space warranting special protection from government
invasion.”146 It is much easier to regulate public behavior than that that is
solitary and occurs within the four walls of a home.147 The mere fact that
certain behaviors occur in the home hints that they were meant to stay
private, outside of the government’s radar.148 This can create worries
about “legal compliance” in the home when individuals are having to
conform to “small, mundane home-life decisions and behaviors” such as
worrying about whether the vegetable peels need to be thrown in a trash
or compost bin, if they left everything unplugged, or if they produced too
much waste for their household.149 This can be problematic as the home
is supposed to be a place free of outside judgment by providing a place
for reflection and free thinking.150
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VI. ALTERNATIVES TO PROPOSED REGULATIONS
A. TAX INCENTIVES
It is a probability that the proposed regulations would be faced with
opposition from the public. In California, smart meters were installed to
collect information about individuals’ electricity usage to encourage
voluntary conservation of energy; this caused opposition, with individuals
claiming that it constitutes as a “breach of privacy.”151 Due to the nature
of the minimalist lifestyle regulations, it is likely that they will face
similar opposition. However, resistance to regulations, specially
regulations that encourage a minimalist agenda and help the environment,
might arise not because of fear of government intrusion but simply
because the public does not give environmental issues the appropriate
importance.152
Accordingly, tax incentives can be another method employed to
encourage the minimalist lifestyle. Using taxes as a way to shift
consumption patterns for environmental reasons is not common.153
However, that does not mean that the movement towards minimalism
ends there. If the proposed regulations were not implemented state-wide,
tax incentives would serve as a great motivator to encourage the
minimalist lifestyle. Allowing individuals to have the freedom to exercise
this option would encourage willing participation. Similar to how
monetary incentives are given when people turn in bottle deposits, tax
incentives would be put in place to encourage taxpayers to engage in the
minimalist lifestyle 154
In addition, individuals would receive benefits or other monetary
incentives to encourage participation in environmentally friendly
companies. Companies such as Getaway allow individuals to experience
living in a tiny home (cabin) for an average price of $100 per night.155 To
inspire interested individuals who are uncertain about making the
transition into the minimalist lifestyle, the government would be in
communication with app developers to sponsor or waive fees for said
151
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individuals. Similarly, the government would encourage individuals to
participate in companies such as Cladwell, a company that helps with
clutter by creating thoughtful wardrobes for individuals so that they shop
intentionally and love and wear every item that is in their closet.156
Upon receipt, levels of engagement with apps like these would be
measured and then a tax break given accordingly. The more minimalist
the lifestyle becomes, the greater the tax break. This would allow for
individuals to change and grow in their minimalist lifestyle as their tax
break increased with them over time.
B. EDUCATION
Another way that the minimalist lifestyle could be encouraged is
through the use of education. If the aforementioned regulations were
found to be too intrusive or too conservative, minimalist lifestyle classes
could be implemented in high schools. This would be a separate class
where children learn about tiny homes, reducing their carbon footprint,
and learning to reduce their consumption and waste. This class could
explain the benefits and disadvantages of the minimalist lifestyle and
present this as an alternative for their futures. If such regulation
mandating schools to teach young children about the minimalist lifestyle
did not occur, perhaps the topic could be implemented into another class
such as Home Education or Science. Here, students could engage in
practical application by learning how to shop “green,” preserve energy,
and be conscious of their consumerist decisions.
VII.

CONCLUSION

While the minimalist lifestyle can have grand positive impacts on the
atmosphere and environment, it can also prove greatly beneficial on an
individual level. There are countless testimonies of people claiming that
minimalism has improved their mental health.157 In fact, minimalism can
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even be used as a method to fight depression as there is a link between
materialism and depression.158
A. MILLENNIALS AND MINIMALISM
Currently, millennials are the generation that is primarily interested
in the minimalist lifestyle.159 Millennials are those that are currently
between 20 and 36 years of age.160 They grew up during the recession and
put great importance on technology and social media.161 Most
importantly, they favor products that are marketed as “ethical,
sustainable, and environmentally friendly.”162 Millennials make up over
a quarter of the U.S. population, and if most truly favor environmentallyfriendly products and experiences, the government should take advantage
of the cultural shift.163 Millennials are investing in experiences and
lifestyles rather than tangible items, and it is time for regulations to reflect
this changing worldview.164
B. THE NEED FOR CHANGE
Change can be a difficult process, especially when it involves
changing beliefs and lifestyles that have been deeply rooted for so long.
Unfortunately, there are not enough resources to sustain the consumerist
lifestyle that is currently happening.165 The environment is in danger and
drastic change is needed to save it. Minimalism and minimalist lifestyle
regulations are the solution. Establishing the aforementioned regulations
might seem radical or impossible but change is bound to happen if there
is a cultural and mindset shift towards the minimalist lifestyle.166
Millennials are already showing interest in this lifestyle so governmental
encouragement of the minimalist lifestyle is more plausible now than
158
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ever.167 Individuals are even willing to pay more money for a product if
it means that it will cost the environment less.168 It begins with the
individual. Individual behaviors are at the core of environmental issues
such as climate-change, but individual behaviors are also the potential
solutions.169
Concerns about government intrusion are valid but they must be
balanced with the pressing issues that the environment is in. The public
at large must become educated and understand the benefits of such
regulations, not only for themselves but for the environment.170 It is the
public’s duty to attempt to preserve limited resources, avoid climate
change, reduce consumer waste, and conserve the Earth.171 Minimalism
might not be for everybody but there is certainly an aspect of it that
anyone can learn to apply in his or her everyday life.
Minimalism does not mean living in a deprived manner; there are no
set rules. On the contrary, it means living and learning to be content with
less or only what is actually necessary according to the needs of each
individual. Minimalism is not a call for every American to do away with
half of their possessions and never treat themselves to something that is
not essential to survive. It also does not mean that individuals must only
own a certain number of items or become environmentalists to help the
cause. Minimalism does not mean that individuals cannot have hobbies
or that their homes must look plain and void of unnecessary décor. It
simply means that individuals should be more conscious about the choices
they make every day. Being more conscious can mean tracking one’s
carbon footprint or simply being aware of how much waste is being
produced.
Minimalism is not simply a fun aesthetic and it is definitely not just
a trend. The words “minimalist” and “minimalism” might have gained
more popularity in the recent years, but it is a concept has been around
for centuries.172 Regulations encouraging the minimalist lifestyle do not
167
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have to be burdensome. Similar to mandates in general, these regulations
can succeed if “they do not impose disproportionate burdens on a select
few, do not unduly transgress the home, minimize inconvenience and
other costs to the public, and are effectively “sold” to the public through
communication and demonstration of the measure’s benefits.”173 The
minimalist lifestyle works on a spectrum. For some, minimalism is living
in a tiny home or only using green products. For others, it is being more
conscious about the waste they produce or decluttering their homes.
Either way, downsizing or minimalizing leads individuals to practice
behaviors that are positive for the environment.174 The range of
minimalism is wide and with some thought and determination, everyone
can find a comfortable place to begin their journey.
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